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ABSTRACT
The Collaborative Urban Resilience Banquet (The C.U.R.B.) is an interdisciplinary art
project consisting of citizen science experiments, community events, and social media storytelling that collectively examine critical issues of environmental, social, and food-based justice
as we face oncoming climate crisis. The project explores lessons learned about/with/from
Brooklyn's feral edible plant and animal species, many of whom have long and complicated relationships with humanity. Artist Candace Thompson of The C.U.R.B. forages and processes
these beings into food and medicine, and conducts DIY remediation experiments with them in
an attempt to mitigate any contamination found therein. She shares her fndings via an Instagram handle and at a series of community meals made from these foraged foods. Overall this
project seeks to reconnect urbanites with the (un)natural world that surrounds us. The weedy
beings who survive and thrive in human wastelands can serve as resilience role models, teaching us to be better global citizens and better neighbors. The C.U.R.B. postulates that there may
still be time for us to eat one another away from the brink of extinction.

1. INTRODUCTION
The Collaborative Urban Resilience Banquet (The C.U.R.B.) is an intermedia art-activism project consisting of ecological research, multi-species storytelling, and community engagements that collectively examine critical issues of environmental, social, and food-based
justice in the face of climate crisis. For the past two years I have been documenting my
process as I learn about/with/from Brooklyn's feral edible plant and animal species, many of
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whom have long and complicated relationships with humanity. I then forage and process these
beings into food and medicine, and conduct “do-it-yourself” remediation experiments with
them to see what we might do to make our streets 'clean enough to eat of' in the future. I
share my fndings via an Instagram handle (@the_c_u_r_b) and at a series of community events
where my ‘guests’ and I explore a particular social and/or ecological topic, and then share a
meal made from these same foraged foods. This project seeks to reconnect urbanites with the
(un)natural world that surrounds us: the weedy beings who survive and thrive in human wastelands can serve as resilience role models, teaching us to be better global citizens and better
neighbors. Let’s work with them to regain agency over our food ways and divest from the
opaque proft systems poisoning our planet and our communities. Perhaps there's still time for
us to eat one another away from the brink of extinction.

Fig. 1. A quote from Allan Kaprow’s essay “The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1” with documentation
of my thesis presentation at Hunter College, 12/18/2019. I will include several of these ‘screengrabs'
from social media throughout this text as documentation of the work. Images by Natalie Conn collaged
with text using the Instagram social media app.
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2. PROJECT DESCRIPTION
This project consists of three distinct but deeply entangled elements which work interdependently: ecological research, multi-species storytelling, and community engagements.
These actions are explored across multiple mediated forms including my own daily art/life
practice via the social media platform Instagram, and at various public events such as community meals, foraging walks, and artist’s talks.

Fig. 2. A post announcing the launch of this project on my personal Instagram account. Image by John
Peery.
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2.1 ECOLOGICAL RESEARCH
Several years ago I began wondering what would happen if I were to consume the
many edible plants and animals I saw living on the streets of my neighborhood. Foraging was
not an entirely foreign concept for me: I come from an Appalachian family who has hunted,
fshed, farmed and foraged for their food for generations, and as a small child the majority of
our meals were grown and hunted. These practices gave me a direct sense of place, seasonality, and my relationship to the other living beings around me. When my family moved to a larger
and more polluted city, these practices stopped entirely and we became typical American food
consumers, reliant on grocery stores for our protein and produce. In recent years as I have
grappled with mounting feelings of climate anxiety and grief, it seemed to me that reconnecting
with where my food came from would be one way to fnd solace and claim agency over a
seemingly massive and opaque situation. It also felt like an opportunity for me to reclaim my
own ancestral food ways, many of which are disappearing across cultures as convenience and
continuous access to an internationally supplied, ever ‘fresh’ food system replaces age-old
practices of food preservation and regionally seasonal cooking. The challenge lies in the fact
that I happen to live in a post-industrial neighborhood a half-mile from Newtown Creek, one of
New York City’s three Superfund sites. Much like my Kentucky homeland, the neighborhood I
have called home for the past 13 years is a petrochemical sacrifce zone: a place laid to waste
by the industrial processes of fossil fuel production, chemical manufacture, and decades of
poor practices conducted by businesses both large and small. And yet I wondered: the tenacious and vibrant looking weeds I passed by in vacant lots and tree pits on my daily dog walks
looked to be doing just fne. Many were-- in the face of human ambivalence or neglect-- creat-
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ing vast and resilient ecosystems amongst themselves. Many thrived despite incredibly adverse conditions: increasingly hot and dry summers, no weeding or watering, and depleted or
non-existent soils. What’s more: many other animal species seemed to be eating them and
thriving, so what was this ecosystem’s secret? Would these plants (and animals) actually be
too toxic for humans to consume? What exactly would they be contaminated with? And what,
if anything, could we do about it?
In 2018 in search of answers I collected 33 geotagged samples of 13 diferent edible
plant and fungi species from around my neighborhood. They were dehydrated and submitted
for toxicity testing using Cornell University’s Inductively Coupled Plasma Mass Spectrometer
(ICP-Mass Spec) machine within Cornell’s Plant and Soil Science Division. 1 The ICP machine
assesses the elemental components of these samples, and in collaboration with soil scientist
Murray McBride2 I decided to focus on the arsenic, cadmium, and lead content found therein.
These measurements (given in mg/kg) were then compared to European Union standards for
contamination in commercially available foods such as rice, leafy greens and chocolate 3. I also
wanted to see if processing the ingredients using age old food preservation techniques (ie:
pickling, beer making, lacto-fermenting, etc...) could aid in remediation. For instance, lead is

1

These tests were paid for by a fellowship and grant from the social practice not-for-profit More
Art and their Engaging Artists Fellowship and Engaging Artists Public Art Prize. moreart.org
2

McBride has done extensive research on heavy metal uptake by edible plants in Brooklyn
community gardens, many of which struggle with soil contamination issues. His selected publications can be found here https://scs.cals.cornell.edu/people/murray-mcbride/.
3

European Union standards for heavy metals in various foods can be found here
http://data.europa.eu/eli/reg/2006/1881/2018-03-19. I use EU standards as the United States
FDA currently has limited regulation with regards to these contaminants in our food system.
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soluble in acid solutions, so I put raw Field Garlic (Allium vineale) that tested positive for lead
and cadmium (0.16mg/kg Pb, 0.1mg/kg Cd) in a vinegar based pickling solution, canned it, and
stored it for a period of several months. My tests thus far seem to conclude that the lead and
cadmium were both pulled out of the plant matter (0.0mg/kg lead and cadmium) and transferred into the vinegar solution (0.3mg/kg lead, 0.02mg/kg cadmium), rendering the pickles edible but the vinegar contaminated. Arsenic, by contrast, is soluble in water, (which is why it is a
common contaminant in water-logged rice felds), so roasted Dandelion roots (Taraxacum offcinale) contaminated with arsenic (0.3mg/kg) as well as moderate levels of cadmium
(.54mg/kg) and high levels of lead (7.71mg/kg) leeches a dilute amount of arsenic (0.01mg/kg)
into tea that is made with them after only 5 minutes steeping time. The tea, meanwhile, shows
no sign of cadmium or lead contamination after that period as both contaminants are not water
soluble.

Fig. 3. A table of test results including foraged and store-bought Garlics, Dandelion roots, “Spinaches”
and Nuts, including processing experiment outcomes.
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In the fall of 2018 I also purchased 10 domesticated ‘cousins’ of some of these feral
species and tested them as a real-world comparison. I found that in some instances the storebought samples contained equal or higher levels of heavy metals than those from the streets.
For instance, a bunch of conventionally grown spinach contained 0.2 mg/kg lead while two
separate samples of “Wild Spinach” (Chenopodium album) foraged from the streets of Bushwick contained 0.04 mg/kg and 0.1 mg/kg lead respectively. However, foraged samples did
contain a small amount of cadmium that were not found in the store bought samples, though
still far below the EU standard for commercially sold chocolate (0.8 mg/kg 4). Ginkgo nuts foraged from Johnson Avenue in Bushwick contained 0.00 mg/kg lead and 0.01 mg/kg cadmium
whereas cashews from the grocery store contained 0.1 mg/kg lead and 0.00 mg/kg cadmium 5.
Organic Dandelion ‘detox’ tea also tested positive for lead content. While all store-bought tested samples (with the exception of the organic Dandelion ‘detox’ tea) registered below EU standards for lead in commercially sold leafy greens (0.3mg/kg), this information further reinforces
questions about our notions of ‘purity’ and ‘trust’ in the food system.

Prior to beginning this research, I would have automatically assumed that anything
growing on a city street was assuredly far more contaminated than food purchased from the
store. This data-- while only an initial set of tests-- points to a far more complex story. Our
global food system is incredibly difcult to trace, and testing is done only erratically, even as

4

EU standards are often given in wet weight, aka fresh weight. To explain the difference is not
in the purview of this paper, but suffice it to say all of these examples test below EU standards.
5

Ginkgoes and cashew contaminant levels are given in dry weight as cashews are ‘dry’ when
eaten.
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supply chains change regularly and food products are shipped from one corner of the globe to
another and back again in the production process. Additionally, the planet is a closed loop system: petrochemicals, herbicides and pesticides, trash incineration, mining, disposable plastics,
and myriad other under-regulated manufacturing processes have widely impacted the soil, water, and air on which we are all collectively dependent. Our tendency to disassociate our industrial legacy and chemical-based, monocultural farming practices from their impact on the holistic ecological systems that sustain us is putting our species (and countless others) at great risk.
Or to put it more simply: we eat here, we eat there, we eat everywhere. It’s time we start acting
like it. What’s more: this ongoing research has made me more aware not only of the ecological
impacts of our current global food system, but also the many ways in which it is geopolitically,
culturally, socially, and ethically problematic. These frst attempts on my part at ‘citizen science’6 have opened up many more questions for me about who we should trust to feed us,
from where, and why.
As a next step in this work I have been taking classes in soil bioremediation and permaculture techniques through groups such as Genspace, Biotech Without Borders, the Permaculture Women’s Design Guild, and as part of an ongoing partnership with Brooklyn College’s Urban Soil Institute. I have tested the soil in several tree pits and public parks near my house and
planted phytoremediators such as sunfowers, distributed fermented compost teas inoculated

6

I use the term “citizen science” here as it is common parlance for non-professional science-based research here in the United States. However, the term is contentious and not widely
accepted across cultures or disciplines. For a further exploration of how public investigation and
meaning making can be categorized see: Eitzel, M V et al, “Citizen Science Terminology Matters: Exploring Key Terms”. Citizen Science: Theory and Practice (2017), 2(1): 1, pp. 1-20, DOI:
https://doi.org/10.5334/cstp.96.
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with foraged mushroom spores, and laid down biosolids (a safe fertilizer product made from
human waste), all of which are considered “DIY” methods for remediating and ‘locking up’
heavy metals in urban soils. However, all of these sites are open to the public and can be recontaminated at any time by a stray battery or a carelessly discarded quart of motor oil. In
2020 I will be partnering with two institutions, Cycle X and the Urban Soil Institute, along with
fellow artists and citizen scientists to conduct new experiments in controlled environments
where we can better test their efcacy.

Fig. 4. A screengrab from an interview snippet with Cornell soil scientist Murray McBride, shot in the apple orchards at Cornell University. These orchards were sprayed with Lead Arsenate pesticides during
the 20th century, leaving behind a legacy of heavy metal contamination. Image by Zoya Baker.

There is so much more to explore with regards to the nutrition, toxicity, and remediation
of wild and potentially contaminated foods, and The C.U.R.B. has the potential to foster multi-disciplinary research on these topics in the future. Pending further funding, more in-depth
studies could test for a broader slate of contaminants such as commercial herbicides and pes-
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ticides7, PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyl)8, dioxins, PAHs (polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons)9,
and PFAs (perfouroalkyls)10,11. I would also be curious to collaborate with an interdisciplinaryteam of food scientists, toxicologists, and nutritionists who study the bioaccessibility of nutrients and contaminants, as understanding the toxic load within the plant matter is only one
stage in the human digestion and uptake process. Calling on the work of herbalists such as

7

The most globally pervasive herbicides is Glyphosate, a product created by Monsanto, an
American company recently acquired by the German pharmaceutical giant, Bayer. Glyphosate,
most commonly known as “RoundUp” has come under increasing scrutiny for its link to NonHodgkin’s Lymphoma. For more information see Stokstad, Eric. “Costly cancer lawsuits may
spur search to replace world’s most common weed killer.” Science, May 22, 2019.
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2019/05/costly-cancer-lawsuits-may-spur-search-replaceworlds-most-common-weed-killer.
8

PCBs are another Monsanto product, which persist in the ecosystem despite being taken off
the market in the late 1970s due to public outcry. See Markowitz, G. & Rosner, D. “Monsanto,
PCB’s, and the creation of a ‘world-wide ecological problem’”. Journal of Public Health Policy
(2018) 39: 463. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41271-018-0146-8.
9

PAHs are an entire class of complex chemicals created in connection with the fossil fuel industries of coal, oil and gas manufacture. However, they are also found in wood burning fires,
grilled and smoked meat products, and both firsthand and secondhand cigarette smoke. See:
Department of Health and Human Services. Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs). Washington: Center for Disease Control, 2009. Accessed February 2020.
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2014-03/documents/pahs_factsheet_cdc_2013.pdf.
10

PFAs, now known colloquially as “forever chemicals” are present in our food, our textiles,
many packaging materials, and are now present in all US waterways and the blood of most
American citizens. See Ginty, Molly M. “‘Forever Chemicals’ called PFAs show up in your food,
clothes, and home.” National Resource Defense Council, January 7, 2020.
https://www.nrdc.org/stories/forever-chemicals-called-pfas-show-your-food-clothes-and-home.
11

In late 2019 allows a class action lawsuit against 6 chemical manufacturers, including
DowDupont, Chemours, and 3M to hold them responsible for spreading these chemicals across
the planet. See Fomuzi, Alex. “Federal Judge’s Ruling Allows Class Action Suit Against PFAs
Makers to Proceed.” Environmental Working Group, September 30, 2019.
https://www.ewg.org/release/federal-court-class-action-suit-against-pfas-chemical-makers-can-
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Stephen Harrod Buehner12, it would also be interesting to see whether these wild local foods
have other benefcial secondary phytochemicals13 as compared to commercially grown foods
harvested from remote, over-farmed regions. How do we begin to assess which foods would
be ‘healthiest’ (or at least less harmful) to us in this more holistic sense? It is a broad and interdisciplinary range of questions, with which I have only begun to grapple, but our relationship to
the natural world all around us is directly tied to the food we eat and our personal and collective health. This work renders immediate the reality that if we hope to survive as a species it's
time to start treating the planet and our human bodies as one and the same.

2.2 MULTI-SPECIES STORYTELLING
While exploring this rather pragmatic relationship with the (un)natural world around me,
I have simultaneously been learning the ethnobotanical histories of the same non-human beings I am hoping to consume. Many of these beings are cosmopolitan species-- meaning they
now reside on nearly every continent-- often because civilizations considered them useful as
food, medicine or craft, and carried them along as they, too, migrated from place to place.

12

Buehner, Stephen H. The Lost Language of Plants: The Ecological Importance of Plant
Medicines to Life on Earth, (White River Junction: Chelsea Green, 2002).
13

According to the Linus Pauling Institute at Oregon State University, a phytochemical can be
defined as “chemicals from plants that may affect health, but are not essential nutrients” such as
resveratrol, carotenoids and adaptogens. Phytochemistry is complex and the chemical make up
of any given plant can vary depending on when, where, and how it is grown. See “Phytochemicals.” Micronutrient Information Center. Linus Pauling Institute, December 15, 2015.
https://lpi.oregonstate.edu/mic/dietary-factors/phytochemicals.
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Their stories of resilience and transience serve as perfect parables for how humanity might yet
survive, if only we can learn to listen.

Fig. 5: A quote from adrienne maree brown’s book “Emergent Strategy”, collaged with low tide, Newtown Creek (left) and Nutsedge growing from a disused tarmac, Oak Spring Garden Foundation (right).
Images by Candace Thompson.

For instance, at 270 million years old and the last extant member of their family line,
Ginkgo biloba trees are a living fossil.14 All other members of the order Ginkgoales went extinct

14

Crane, P. Interview by Roger Cohn. "The Life Story of the Oldest Tree on Earth”. Yale Environment 360. May, 1, 2013. Accessed February, 2020.
https://e360.yale.edu/features/peter_crane_history_of_ginkgo_earths_oldest_tree.
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during the Cretaceous period. Ginkgo biloba evolved in an environment with less oxygen, and
they15 are therefore quite adept at surviving in the smoggy and contaminated streets of modern
cities across the globe, making them one of the most widely planted global street trees. Their
low oxygen origins might also explain why they are an excellent medicine for asthma and other
breathing issues.16 However Ginkgos didn't make it to the 21st century on their own: at one
point they were isolated to only a small region of China, and it is believed that monks found the
leaves aesthetically pleasing, began to cultivate them, and were the frst to attempt harvesting
and consuming the nuts of the Ginkgo tree.17 This practice is still common across Asian cultures, and in Japan the nuts are consumed as a bar snack, and it is said they can help prevent
drunkenness18. However, it is also said that you should never eat more than ten at a time because you can get a nosebleed. This is due to the fact that they can inhibit vitamin B6 uptake,

15

As part of my practice I strive to refer to non-human beings using they/them (or, when appropriate, he/she) pronouns. This is in line with Potawatomi ethnobotanist Robin Wall Kimmerer’s
notion of “a grammar of animacy”. See: Kimmerer, Robin W. Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous
Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants., Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions,
2013.
16

Tang, Y., Xu, Y., Xiong, S. et al. “The effect of Ginkgo Biloba Extract on the expression of
PKCα in the inflammatory cells and the level of IL-5 in induced sputum of asthmatic patients.”
Journal of Huazhong University of Science and Technology 27: 375. (2007).
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11596-007-0407-4.
17

Crane, Peter. Ginkgo: The Tree that Time Forgot. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015.

18

Crane, Ginkgo: The Tree that Time Forgot.
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resulting in something called 4’-O-methylpyridoxine poisoning19,20. Indeed like many good
foods, the diference between medicine and poison is merely a question of quantity.
Similar to other trees, Ginkgos decide as a community whether or not to breed from
year to year (in a little understood practice known as “masting” 21), and when they do, their
small fruits are often the bane of city dwellers-- the smell is often compared to vomit. For some
people, the skin of the fruit can also cause a rash similar to poison ivy. Needless to say this
means the females of their species are not always appreciated, and city planners try their best
to plant only male trees, but Ginkgos have developed a workaround for humanity’s gender
prejudice. When surrounded only by trees of the same gender they can change genders or
grow a limb that is the opposite sex to the rest of the tree, thereby increasing their chance at
reproduction22. And if all of this wasn't remarkable enough there's also this: Ginkgos are so resilient they were one of the few beings to survive the atom bomb blasts at Hiroshima's ground
zero23. Today the hibakujumoku trees stand as a testament that even humanity's worst is no
match for nature.
19

Leistner Eckhard and Christel Drewke, “Ginkgo biloba and Ginkgotoxin,” Journal of Natural
Products 2010, 73, 1, 86-92, https://doi.org/10.1021/np9005019.
20

Symptoms may include stomach ache, nausea, vomiting, nervous irritability, convulsions and
(in extreme cases) death.
21
Wollheben, Peter. The Hidden Life of Trees: What They Feel, How They Communicate. Vancouver: Greystone Books, 2016.
22

"Gingko: A Sexual Curiosity,” November 7, 2017, https://www.osgf.org/blog/2017/11/7/blandyginkgo
23

Butuel, Emma. "73 Years Later, The ‘A-Bomb’ Ginkgo Trees Still Grow In Hiroshima." Inverse, August 6, 2018. https://www.inverse.com/article/47833-hiroshima-gingko-trees-atomicbomb
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It seems to me that Ginkgos have an excellent understanding of boundaries. They have
learned to live in concert with humans, proving useful to us, but demanding our intentionality
and respect in handling and consumption. They’ve evolved to handle our life limiting urban
ecosystems, and can prove useful collaborators to humanity as we manage our ever-increasing environmentally induced health issues. They practice intentional reproduction and exhibit
gender fuidity as evolutionary imperatives. They're incredibly resilient 24, but also needed our
mutual interest and care to make it out of the Paleozoic era. As a result they have survived the
past 270 million years, whereas humans are about to wipe ourselves out in a mere 200 thousand. They also, I have discovered, make an excellent vegan cheese.
As this ethnobotanical story illustrates, Ginkgo have much to teach us about being better global citizens. This is only one of over 30 diferent species stories I have collected through
this research process, and each can be linked to potent themes of migration and nativism,
class and status, accountability and harm reduction, mutualism, decolonization, embodied wisdom, healing, and more. As biologist and author Janine Benyus has shown, some of humanity’s best design innovations have been built on the notion of biomimicry,25 and as the Black liberation writer adrienne maree brown has so wisely asserted, it is now time for us to look to the
more than human world as an inspiration for our social contracts as well26. The emergent patterns of the most tenacious (and delicious) city plants make for excellent parables; perfectly di24

Or, in internet parlance, hardy “AF”.

25

Benyus, Janine M. 1997. Biomimicry: innovation inspired by nature. New York: Morrow, 1997.

26

brown, adrienne m. Emergent Strategy: shaping change, changing worlds. Chico: AK Press,
2017.
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gestible symbionts in a Donna Haraway inspired notion of 'becoming-with'.27 We are what we
eat, after all.

Fig. 6: A quote from Donna Haraway’s “Staying with the Trouble” collaged with an image of my homemade dovecote, entangled with wisteria (left), and an image of me holding the severed wings of the frst
pigeon I slaughtered and butchered (right). Images by Candace Thompson and John Peery.

My time spent identifying, foraging, and processing these plants and animals has also
served as a form of embodied learning. Knotweed has taught me lessons about asking permission, and the diverse insect life around the roots of a Dandelion have taught me about interdependence. The labor intensive nature of processing Amaranth grains has left me considering
the evolution of human food technologies and the inequitable (ie: racist, classist and sexist)
system of food labor- both in the feld and in the kitchen. All of this is fodder for my work,
27

Haraway, Donna J. Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Durham: Duke
University Press, 2016.
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which is then mediated through storytelling. Sometimes I share these stories with people I
meet on the street while foraging, or while hosting an event. Other times I create short video
pieces that I share on Instagram or show in gallery settings. Behind all of this content creation
lies the goal of reconnecting humanity with their more than human kin. Much like the mycelial
network-- the ‘wood wide web’28 of the fungal community that connects plants, trees and fungus together in a mutualistic information network-- I feel that these stories have the ability to
render the more than human world as absolutely integral to our own species’ survival.

Fig. 7: Instagram screengrab: a #plantappreciation for one of the Western hemisphere’s most reviled “invasive” species, Japanese Knotweed (Fallopia japonica). Image by Lauren Smith.

28

Jad Abumrad and Robert Krulwich. “From Tree to Shining Tree.” Radiolab. WNYC Studios.
July 30, 2016. https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/from-tree-to-shining-tree.
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2.3 COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENTS
After conducting a year’s worth of ecological and ethnographic research and teaching
myself to winnow, can, pickle, lacto-ferment, and brew I was ready to begin sharing my research with the world. I considered creating a short flm about this work, but felt that particular
form limited my ability to discuss the myriad intersecting topics I wanted to explore. The narrative demand for a clean line of action that took the audience from point A to point B felt inorganic as compared to how this process has (and continues to) unfold. I also perceived that the
linear flm format would limit my ability to fnd an audience for the work and would end up only
being seen by other flmmakers at small (and expensive) festivals and during one-of screenings. Having made several short flms and a few features prior, I didn’t want this ongoing and
iterative project to be encapsulated to a fnite point and then quickly shelved and forgotten. It
was important to me that this project remain vital, embodied, and connected to an audience
that wasn’t artists or flmmakers, but ‘real’ human beings living their daily lives. I then considered creating a series, but realized that while the form was expansive enough, the post-production would be too time and labor intensive for an independently funded thesis project. As I
often do as an art maker (and human), I decided to view the confnes of my situation as features and try to work within them. This is when I frst considered the image and video sharing
social media platform Instagram as an initial home for this work. What if-- in the spirit of
biomimicry-- I set out to use this tool akin to how the mycelial network does: fnding commun
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ty, sharing resources, spreading information, and perhaps eventually reaching the critical mass
required to 'fruit' change?29
To that end I did some initial research into other activists strategically using the afordances of this platform to their advantage. Groups and individuals as disparate as Kurdish
freedom fghters (@rojava_ypg_ypj) and rural Queers from my Appalachian homeland (@queerappalachia) were fnding an audience sympathetic to their cause, connecting with other like
minded organizations and thinkers, fostering conversations about the issues they felt relevant
and timely, and then translating this community building into direct action. These practices are
reminiscent of the ways Argentinian flmmakers Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino conceived of a radical and democratized flm practice with works such as, La hora de los hornos,
and their manifesto, “Towards a Third Cinema”30. Rather than imitating the forms and exhibition
precedents of 'frst' (aka commercial Hollywood) and 'second' (aka European art) cinema flmmakers, they envisioned a decolonized and democratized flmmaking process, placed in the
hands of the people. A practice that is “not fundamentally one which illustrates, documents, or
passively establishes a situation: rather, it attempts to intervene in the situation as an element
providing thrust or rectifcation. To put it another way, it provides discovery through transformation”. Much as they often recut or altered their flms based on the context of the community
in which they were screening, stopping the flm to hold conversations with the audience and
even-- if compelled- take to the streets, Instagram allows those interested in changing the sta29

Stamets, Paul. Mycelium Running; How Mushrooms Can Help Save the World. Berkeley: Ten
Speed Press, 2006.
30

Solanas, Fernando, and Octavio Getino. "TOWARD A THIRD CINEMA." Cinéaste 4, no. 3
(1970): 1-10. www.jstor.org/stable/41685716.
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tus quo to have immediate and direct conversations with a sympathetic audience, potentially
turning passive spectatorship into direct action. The platform enables folks with little production budget or time to both document real world interventions, as in the case of American Indigenous artists like @ndn.o, and/or bring visibility to the issues their communities face, such
as Amazonian Indigenous activist @ninagualinga. It can draw global eyes to an ongoing battle,
as in the case of the Kurdish Rojava fghters, or use humor to rally support for issues impacting
a particular demographic, as in the case of @queerappalachia’s mutual aid campaigns. This research afrmed for me that this platform- while admittedly problematic on many levels 31, could
still be utilized as a liberatory force.

Fig. 8: A collection of example posts from @ndn.o, @ninagualingua, @rojava_ypg_ypj, and @queerappalachia.
31

There is much to say about the global corporate techno-state, but much of it is too involved to
be discussed at any length in this paper. Suffice is to say that data collection, phone addiction,
political interventions in digital space, tax evasion by tech monopolies, and the ecological impacts of data storage are all worthy of heavy critique. These platforms are not perfect, but in
2020 they still serve as our primary digital public commons and a space for global organizing
and information sharing.
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Fig. 9: An ‘experimental’ mead I made Summer 2019 from Staghorn sumac drupes, Yarrow, Beebalm,
and Autumn Olive blossom honey with some comments from my project’s community. Image by Candace Thompson.

On November 1st, 2018 I launched an Instagram handle for this project and announced
that I would be sharing my process and hosting a series of four community events in 2019.
Both the digital space and the community events are inherently linked to one another, folding
back in on one another continuously in a generative system. This notion is described by the
Finnish scholars Tomi and Mikko Dufva as “digigrasping” aka "being and knowing in the space
and interface between the digital and the physical"32. It integrates the rational mind of digital
communication with the embodied wisdom associated with touching and tasting. It is one thing
to be able to identify a picture of a plant or know their story. It is another to be able to identify
32

Tomi Dufva and Mikko Dufva. “Grasping the future of the digital society.” Futures 107, March
2019: pp- 17-28. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2018.11.001.
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them in situ in the urban environment, to touch, smell, and taste them, and to perceive how
they then impact your body. This project aspires to ofer both experiences to its guests. In this
section I will discuss the various components of public engagement that this project has engendered-- both in the digitally mediated space and in real life (aka “IRL”). I will discuss the affordances of each type of engagement and also discuss the inherent challenges.

2.4 INSTAGRAM
In a recent Hyperallergic article entitled “What is a Documentary these days?” 33 writer
Greg Schindel defnes the medium as “reality, creatively arranged”, and goes on to cite video
games, AR projects, and even graphic novels as powerful examples of the form. And as
Joshua Glick and Charles Musser point out, if we look back beyond documentary grandfathers
such as Flaherty and Vertov, we will see that a more transmedia approach to non-fction storytelling had its roots in the magic lantern shows of the 17th century and illustrated lectures of
the 19th34. Within that evolutionary line, then, I see Instagram as one of many 21st century platforms on which one can creatively arrange their reality. The nature of the form means that I can
tackle a wide range of relevant and related issues in a more sprawling and oblique manner.
This is in line with Ursula K LeGuin's notion of “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction,” which has
been a North Star for this work. She proposes that science fction, her medium of choice,
should concern itself less with individualistic hero narratives and more with community based
33

Schindel, Dan. "What is a Documentary These Days?" Hyperallergic, November 27, 2019.
https://hyperallergic.com/497052/the-changing-definition-of-documentary/
34

Joshua Glick and Charles Musser. “Documentary’s Longue Duree: Reimagining the Documentary Tradition.” World Records, Vol 2, Article 4. https://vols.worldrecordsjournal.org/02/04
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stories loosely assembled like “a medicine bundle, holding things in a particular, powerful relation to one another and to us”35. I see my type of non-fction storytelling in a similar light: as an
aggregator or container that can hold all the intertwined issues currently plaguing our planet
and our food ways. A foraging basket, if you will, that is, to quote Seth Price’s Dispersion, a
“synthesis of multiple circuits of reading [that can] carr[y] an emancipatory potential“ 36. In my
case, the work combines science, ethnographic storytelling and what could perhaps best be
described as a crash course in apocalyptic home-economics to render visible the precariousness of our global food web. One post is not the sum of the work, and throughout this process
I am slowly carving out a niche for myself in the social media ecosystem by continuously generating content that reinforces my genuine commitment to the ethos I espouse in an approachable and humorous way. My own persona and identity are inherently part and parcel of the
work, and my sense of humor helps make the content palatable and digestible. Calling on the
work of performance theorist Richard Schechner37, my ‘performance’ is a blend of play, ritual,
and ceremony, with a dash of ‘as-if’ imaginary. My ongoing experiments with the wild urban
edibles around me are inherently evocative of a survivalist mindset; a play-practice for a potential future where, as many scientists predict, climate change will have radically altered our
species’ ability to feed itself. In our current ‘slow fuse apocalypse’38 I have the time to experiment; from growing microgreens to attempting vermicomposting to learning how to source vi35

LeGuin, Ursula K. “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction” In Dancing at the Edge of the World:
Thoughts on Words, Women, Places. New York: Grove Press, 1989.
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Price, Seth. “Dispersion.” (2002) https://anthology.rhizome.org/dispersion.
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Schechner, Richard. Performance Theory. New York: Routledge, 2003.
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A special thanks to my thesis advisor, Andrew Demirjian for this gorgeous term.
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able acorns for four, and my successes and failures become what post-internet theory Gene
McHugh would call a “drama of an unfolding practice, in which each 'move' is in dynamic dialogue with past practice as well as a navigation into future practice”.39 Indeed, sharing my failures with the audience becomes of tantamount importance, as I do not claim to be an expert,
but merely a person documenting their learning process while using play for its inherent ‘survival value’; a trait common to many species40. I aim to model that you, too, have the skills,
tools, and agency required to take on similar projects, and it’s OK to fail in that discovery
process... for now. In building a just and sustainable food future at the edge of climate catastrophe,41 cautious but curious amateurism should be the name of the game.
As an important part of the project is to build community and learn from those who
have been doing this work for decades, the Instagram’s “discover” and “search” tools help me
connect with and take cues from relevant groups, communities and individuals in food, ecology, and social justice. The form incentivizes me to publish a wide array of content at a moment’s
notice (or at least daily) with very low post-production overhead. Everything from other people's content to my own fully contained mini documentaries, snapshots, relevant news articles,
39

McHugh, Gene. “Post Internet” (2009-2010). https://anthology.rhizome.org/post-internet.
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Schechner draws heavily from Jane Goodall’s studies of Chimpanzees and their ritualized
forms of play/performance as survival practice. Schechner, Performance Theory, 95-111.
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UIPCC, 2018: Global Warming of 1.5°C. An IPCC Special Report on the impacts of global
warming of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty [Masson-Delmotte, V., P. Zhai, H.-O.
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and memes are, to quote Henry Jenkins' term, 'spreadable media' 42. My guests can then like,
comment, repost, and share my work along the mycelial mat with others in a reciprocal approach to ‘meaning making in a networked media space’43. I am also able to meet and fnd this
audience not in a theatre, where I am required to hold their complete attention for 90 minutes,
but (much like a print newspaper once did) fnd them on a subway platform, on the toilet, while
waiting for a friend for lunch-- what Ike Picone, et al, refer to as the 'interstices' of their day44.
The integration of the ideas presented in my content can then be folded more directly into their
lived experience, not compartmentalized to a dark room; a 'story space' that has no bearing on
their reality. While many justifably critique the gamifcation of 'liking'45 on social platforms, it
can also be argued that even the simple choice of 'liking' something is a marker of community
building through social identifcation. These “SAOE” or “small acts of engagement” serve as
markers of both 'investment' and 'intention' on the part of the viewer, which can in turn lead- at
times- to larger cumulative movements and social shifts, as we've seen with the #metoo and
#blacklivesmatter movements.46
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Jenkins, Henry. “If it doesn’t spread, It’s Dead (Part One).” February 11, 2009.
http://henryjenkins.org/blog/2009/02/if_it_doesnt_spread_its_dead_p.html
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http://henryjenkins.org/blog/2009/02/if_it_doesnt_spread_its_dead_p_1.html
44

Picone, Ike, et al. “Small acts of engagement: Reconnecting productive audience practices
with everyday agency.” New Media and Society Vol. 21, Issue 9. September 2019, pp. 20102020. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819837569
45
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Prior to launching the handle on November 1st, 2018 I spent 9 months documenting my
process and creating short pieces that I planned to roll out on a daily basis for the frst several
weeks; a winter’s larder of content. I gave each type of content a related hashtag which often
worked as a pun on another popular culture reference.
Initial content types included:
●

#thatsaread In which a weedy neighbor and I read to the guests from a relevant text on
food, ecology, or social justice. As with my foraging, permission is key here, and so
each text read on my Instagram handle is done with the express permission of the author or publisher of the work.

●

#processingprocess: Mini-documentaries (inspired by Agnes Varda's narrative style in
'Les Glaneurs and La Glaneuse (2000)47' in which I explore various issues that arise
throughout my process. Topics include historical land use, the invisibility of food labor,
the interconnectivity of all beings, white privilege, planned obsolescence in technology,
etc…

●

#herbandictionary: In which I unpack a word with a long forgotten link between human
systems and ecological ones: ie, 'culture', 'media', 'grassroots, 'radical', etc…

●

#superfundsunday: In which I record a Google maps exploration of a Superfund site
while simultaneously reading information about the site from wikipedia and pointing out
the myriad plant and animal species I can fnd in the google images.

●

#plantappreciation/#speciesspecials: Short profles on the various plant and animal beings I am getting to know, including ethnographic details, identifying characteristics,
food ideas, etc…

●

#sproutouts: aka “Shoutouts” to artists, activists, organizations and community groups
doing good work in land, labor, food, ecology, and social justice

●
47

#facts: in which I share relevant facts from news sources and scholarly research

Les Glaneurs et la Glaneuse. Directed by Agnes Varda. 2000 Paris, France. Cine Tamaris.
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For the frst two months of the handle's existence this pre-made material was posted
on a daily basis. However, over the past year the platform has evolved to make far greater use
of the 'stories' feature (which shows an ongoing and potentially unlimited amount of content
which is only visible for 24 hours after posting) and I have adapted to suit. This has proven
benefcial as my foraging and community practice has limited my time for creating fully edited
pieces via conventional editing methods. Now I can use the stories form to quickly document
my process, say, making four from a wild relative of Buckwheat known as Curly Dock (Rumex
crispus). In a succession of 15 second videos I can show the entire process from start to fnish
without any other tools but my smart phone, a tripod, and Instagram. I can also generate content while going about the rest of my day: while waiting on the subway I can collect screengrabs of a relevant article, editorialize it, and repost it immediately without ever touching image
or video editing software. During green months I can shoot short videos of plants I see on my
daily dog walks, adding text from within the app that says things like, “Mornin' Mugwort!”; an
attempt to cure the audience's 'plant blindness' 48, 49. Stories have also proven useful for getting folks excited about upcoming banquets, and they can follow along in real time as I fnd ingredients, process them, and test recipes that they will then get to try.
48

The educational botanists James Wandersee and Elisabeth Schussler define plant blindness
as, “the inability to see or notice the plants in one’s own environment—leading to: (a) the inability to recognize the importance of plants in the biosphere, and in human affairs; (b) the inability
to appreciate the aesthetic and unique biological features of the lifeforms belonging to the Plant
Kingdom; and (c) the misguided, anthropocentric ranking of plants as inferior to animals, leading
to the erroneous conclusion that they are unworthy of human consideration”.
49

James Wandersee and Elizabeth Schussler. “Towards a Theory of Plant Blindness.” Plant
Science Bulletin, Vol 47, No. 1, Spring 2001. https://www.botany.org/bsa/psb/2001/psb47-1.pdf.
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Fig. 10: A collection of direct messages from various members of my handle’s community and my responses.

An added engagement feature inherent to stories is the ability to direct message or
“DM” the content creator. My online community sends me emojis, asks me questions, shares
their own ideas, and ofers their expertise, and I make it a point to respond- however minimally- to every single person. I’ve swapped recipes with strangers, received nixtamalization advice, discussed climate grief and composting, and received encouragement from people
across the planet, and it has been an incredibly life-afrming experience. As of the time of writing I've had one on one conversations with over 600 people, and am in ongoing conversations
with several of them. Many of these conversations have transformed into ongoing mutualistic
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relationships, where we share resources and collaborate “IRL”. As CUNY art historian Claire
Bishop has pointed out, work done in the socially engaged world often denies or ignores the
digital commons as a place of connection, but I have fully embraced the interconnectivity and
pervasiveness of social media space as a place of connection and networking. My ongoing
personal practice and experiments are “not mediated by monodirectional media imagery (the
mainstay of Guy Debord’s theory) but through the interactive screen, and the solutions ofered
by “useful art” and real-world collaborations dovetail seamlessly with the protocols of Web
2.0….Both deploy a language of platforms, collaborations, activated spectatorship, and “prosumers” who coproduce content (rather than passively consuming information devised for
them).”50 Indeed, I often describe this approach as an attempt to eschew the passive consumer model we now fnd so prevalent both in mainstream media and in food production. It’s
time to be fuent consumers and co-producers of both our digital and our nutritional needs. As
of the time of writing (April 28th, 2020) I have found an audience of 2200+ people hungry for
more information about the myriad issues I’m exploring. It is my hope that over time we all, like
a bacterial quorum, will reach the critical mass to, as Buckminster Fuller once allegedly suggested, “build a new [food] system which renders the old one obsolete”51.

50

Bishop, Claire. “Digital Divide: Contemporary Art and New Media.” Artforum, September
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Fig. 11: A quote from Ursula K LeGuin’s essay “Deep in Admiration” 52 collaged with images of an Asian
Shore Crab (Hemigrapsus sanguineus) harvest. Images by Candace Thompson.

2.5 THE BANQUETS
The community I build on Instagram and through my ongoing foraging practice are then
invited to seasonal community events. Working in the vein of social practice, or what Pablo
Helguera calls “socially engaged art”53, 54 these events are “Banquets” in which I serve a meal
52

LeGuin, Ursula K. “Deep in Admiration” in Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet (Monsters),
edited by Anna Tsing, pp. M15-M21. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017.
53
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that exists somewhere between art and non-art, and its state may be permanently unresolved.
SEA depends on actual-- not imagined or hypothetical- social action”.
54
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made in large part from items foraged and tested from the city streets. The community events
are a vital part of the project because the embodied experience is of equal (if not greater) educational and emotional impact than more mediated forms of storytelling. After all, what is a
beautiful food picture on Instagram if you don't get to taste it? How can you really consider
whether something is ‘safe’ to eat until the moment you hold it in your hand and consider
putting it in your mouth? Each banquet focuses on a diferent theme and features a diferent
seasonal menu which is published and made available to guests. Meals are free, but I try to
create a score55 for each event wherein guests perform a ritualized gesture as a way of 'paying
their bill' for being there. As this was my frst year of doing these events, I considered this an
experiment as well. With each one I tried diferent seating arrangements, RSVP protocols, and
even applied diferent toxicity considerations based on the presumed demographic of the audience and/or their presumed level of initiation with my work. Indeed, my sense of experimentation extends not only to the form of each event, but the menu as well. I do not often have
enough of my foraged ingredients to do multiple tests of any one recipe, so many are made
and tasted for the frst time on the day. In this way I view each menu item as a storytelling device more than as an aspirational gustatory endeavor. Some may taste good, some may not: a
gourmet meal is not necessarily my goal. This is also seen in my somewhat misleading use of

55

There are many people one could cite (Fluxus, John Cage, the Dadaists) for the notion of a
‘score’, or set of open ended instructions for a performance event. I however, want to uplift the
work of the late movement teacher and contact improviser, Marsha Paludan, who introduced me
to the notion of performance scores during my undergraduate training in North Carolina. For
more about Paludan’s work see: Buckwalter, Melinda. Composing while Dancing: An Improviser’s Companion. Madison: Univ of Wisconsin Press. 2010. RIP, Marsha.
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the word ‘banquet’, where I am loosely playing with Situationist notions of detournement 56. Often described as an ‘opulent feast meant for royalty’, I use such a word to garner interest and
to elicit a sense of alluring prestige. However, expectation does not necessarily meet reality:
my events are decidedly populist and take the form of street fairs, picnics and block parties.
They are free, and are made from slightly contaminated city weeds. And yet they are a celebration of abundance and a feast for the senses that seeks to call into question the value and cost
of modern luxury. By playing with guest’s expectations I seek to keep them thinking rather than
blindly consuming. If it tastes good, why? If it doesn’t, why not? What is the signifcance of
each dish’s name? Is this safe to eat? If not, what is? How are you feeling now that you’ve eaten this? These are the sorts of questions I want my guests to be asking themselves as they digest one of my events.

Fig. 12: A screengrab from a video invitation to my Summer 2019 CURB Banquet. Image by Candace
Thompson.

56

Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle. Translated by Ken Knabb. Berkeley: Bureau of
Public Secrets, 2014.
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The details for 2019’s events were as follows:
Banquet No. 1 took place in my home on February 2nd, 2019 with a group of 14 invited
guests, all of whom were friends and acquaintances passionate about food and/or ecology.
Each guest was given an ingredient that I had foraged and stored over the previous year. They
were then asked to collaborate with me on making a dish for the meal, a process which took
place in individual tasting sessions the week prior.
On the day, guests enjoyed foraged cocktails made from burdock, hawthorn, and magnolia buds as well as mugwort beer and dandelion tea. For dinner we made Maitake soup,
Sourdough bread made with Lambsquarter four and Osage-Orange seeds, Pigeon tagine, Sicilian-style sauteed Wild Spinach, cold dressed Wild Lettuce with Gingko cheese, fried Asian
Shore Crabs with Vietnamese dressing, and Mulberry yogurt parfaits with popped Amaranth.

Fig. 13: A screengrab of documentation from my Winter 2019 Banquet. Image by Julien Koetsch.
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As we ate we had a casual and ambling conversation about the lasting impacts of manmade pollution, the ethnobotanical histories of our ingredients, and the liberating act of reclaiming agency over our food ways. This event took the form of the common dinner party,
complete with long table, candles, et al, and was documented by a team of four. In this instance everyone knew full well what they were signing up for, and were explicitly invited to be
there. They 'paid their bill' by helping me to prepare the meal we consumed. I made it clear to
my guests-- some of whom were attempting to conceive, that there were many things in this
banquet that were risky for them to consume in much quantity, and so they either sampled
small bites or totally abstained. In order to ensure that folks did not go hungry I also had a
homemade stew made with organic CSA vegetables on standby. It wasn’t needed.

Fig. 14: A screengrab of documentation from my Spring 2019 Banquet. Image by Jaka Vinšek.
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Banquet No. 2 took place over two Sundays: May 5th and May 12th, 2019 and was intended to be a 'roving picnic' and reciprocity ritual. It was hosted by the (now defunct) gallery
space NurtureArt in conjunction with the exhibition “The Department of Human and Natural
Services” curated by Mariel Villeré. I had intended for this event to begin at the gallery, include
a foraging walk and remediation ritual, and then conclude in a local park for a picnic made for
25 guests. However, rain required a pivot. Instead we did a google walk around the neighborhood inside the gallery space, then went outside for the ritual, and returned to Nurture Art for
an indoor picnic. Despite the rain I had very few no-shows. In the end, this pivot proved helpful
as I was able to talk about my entire previous year’s worth of observations, show folks my
data, and guests were able to see these locations once in digital space and then again in IRL.
On our walk we poured out mushroom inoculated compost tea as a bioremediation agent,
threw 'seed dumplings' into a local lot, and planted Mullein and Sunfowers in ruderal spaces
and tree pits. Along the way guests were invited to chant “We Eat Here” as a way of connecting the meal they were about to enjoy to these seeming waste spaces.
We then reconvened at NurtureArt for a banquet consisting of Mugwort beer, Knotweed
soda, and 4 diferent handmade tamales:
●

“The Stinky Ginky”: Gingko Cheese and Garlic Mustard

●

“The Chicken Alexander”: Chicken of the Woods Mushrooms and Golden Alexanders

●

“The Spring Tonic”: Morel stock, Dandelion, Chickweed and Trout Lily

●

“The M&M”: Mulberry jam and pickled Magnolia blossoms.
While I am not of Latin-American heritage, I chose to make tamales because they both

create a no waste serving plate (the corn husks being completely compostable) and because I
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wanted to talk to folks about another traditional food making technique I want to learn next:
nixtamalization. In preparation for this event I used airline miles to fy my longtime friend Carlos
Baldizón here from his home in Chicago, and he and I endeavored to make his family's tamale
recipe together for the frst time. While he has assisted in the tamale making process his entire
life, this was his frst time trying to do it on his own, and together we two amateurs tried our
best. This proved to be a benefcial experience for us both: it was an excellent chance to
spend time with my old friend and for him to claim some expertise over his heritage; the student becoming the teacher. After we were done he said that this experience had inspired him
to try making tamales himself at home in the future.
Banquet #3 took place on August 2nd at a non-proft shipping container space on the
Bushwick/Bed-Stuy border called 7 Belvidere. It was a summer block party/BBQ that was free
and open to the public. I did not accept RSVPs in hopes that I would have at least a few impromptu passersby who would be interested in joining us, and that did happen. The day before
the event I put out a call on my Instagram for folks to contribute to a Spotify playlist of “BBQ
jams” to play at the picnic. Friends and strangers quickly supplied a diverse playlist that is over
16 hours long. Upon arrival, guests could make themselves a snow cone on the street with one
of four foraged herbal syrups. Each syrup carried plant-based wisdom that might help us prepare for oncoming climate crisis.
●

“August in December”: White Pine and Honeysuckle

●

“Knotweed in my Backyard”: Cherries and Japanese Knotweed

●

“Chill bb Chill”: Linden and Pineappleweed

●

“Booms Bust”: Mulberries and Sassafrass
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Fig. 15: A screengrab of documentation from my Summer 2019 Banquet. Image by Tatiana
Stolpovskaya.

Once a group of 15 or so guests had assembled I asked them to join me in the un-air
conditioned shipping container. In August the room was (by default) part sauna, part classroom, and once seated I told them stories about how many of our most common spices came
to rest on our plates, starting with the Austronesian people of Southeast Asia (circa 1500BC)
and their impressive maritime Cinnamon trade57. Once complete, I asked guests to sit and
meditate on this idea to sound recordings from the glacial ice under McMurdo observatory58

57
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McMurdo Oceanographic Observatory “LIve Underwater Audio from McMurdo Sound, Antarctica.” Youtube. Audio File. April 23, 2019. https://youtu.be/BooLb59bofA.
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and a map visualization of one day's worth of global shipping routes59. They sat for fve minutes
meditating on the relationship between favor, globalism, and climate change before joining me
in the back of the event space for a candlelit dinner. Given that this event was taking place on
the street in a part of Bushwick that is still predominately Black and Latinx, (two communities
who already face enough ecological and social discrimination) I sourced several of the ingredients from a less ecologically risky location. All of the greens for the meal (the plant type which
often contains the most contamination due to soil dust and splash) were sourced from a practicing organic farm upstate, where I spent a day harvesting from their felds the exact same edible 'weeds' that grow on the city streets. The meal consisted of grilled Pigeons, which were
prepared using an Egyptian recipe ofered to me by my friend and classmate Rola Zyada's
mother. The birds were accompanied by a rice salad mixed with foraged Oyster and
Chanterelle mushrooms, fresh Wood Sorrel and Purslane. We had an Indian/Bangladeshi inspired sautée of Lambsquarter greens, a recipe given to me by my friend and fellow classmate
Janis Mahnure. For dessert we had Mugwort mochi, which was made by myself, friend and
IMA classmate Zoya Baker, and IMA professor Reiko Tahara. Much as with Carlos, Reiko said
she didn't have much experience making mochi, but was willing to help me learn. We spent an
afternoon together pounding rice into four, forming the balls, and trying them in various sweet
and savory combinations. This project, while organized and powered by myself, ofers guests
both in IRL and digital space many ways to ‘be the C in collaborative’. Whether selecting music, sharing family recipes or preparing food with me, it is my hope that this work meets every-
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one where they are and invites them to the table with whatever skills they are willing and able
to share.

Fig. 16: A screengrab of documentation from my Fall 2019 Banquet. Image by Margaret Boozer.

The fnal banquet took place at Swale House on Governor's Island on October 27th and
was a “Dirt(y) brunch” held as part of my artist’s residency with the Urban Soil Institute's Art
Extension service. For this event I stated that RSVPs were requested but not required, and in
the days leading up to the event I tabulated over 100 responses. My initial plan for a ritual “bill
paying” had been to ask guests to collect Acorns from the house's front yard, but on the day
the rain was so intense that this was an impossibility. Instead, nature made everyone 'pay their
bill' by braving the windy ferry to be there, and it is my sincere hope that the 40 or so folks who
made it considered it a worthy endeavor.
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As this event was taking place on a remote island I also took the risk of including items
with a bit more of a toxicity load-- still well below EU standards, but certainly for the less risk
averse. I felt that as this was a group invited explicitly from my Instagram handle they surely
knew what they were signing up for. Nevertheless, both by email and on the day I tried to make
it clear that I did not advise this meal for children or people who are pregnant. Some chose to
ignore that advice, which is their prerogative. This brings up the issue of liability and my responsibility to these individuals, which I will address in a later section.
The Banquet consisted of four types of 'blinis': a small pancake made from foraged
Curly Dock four, dressed with various toppings.
●

“DCCMMD” (or Dock Chicken Chicken Mustard Mustard Dock): Burdock pickles,
Chicken fried Chicken of the Wood mushrooms, and Garlic Mustard Mustard (on a
Dock Pancake)

●

“The Surf and Turf”: Sauteed Lambsquarters and Fried Asian Shore Crabs

●

“TheGinkousa”: Curried Kousa Dogwood Fruit and Roasted Ginkgo Nuts

●

“Greens Eggs for Fam”: Mugwort dyed Quail eggs with Mugwort salt and Eastern Black
Nightshade Ketchup.
We also had three dessert crepes flled with Autumn Olive, Juneberry, and Persimmon

puree, as well as Chaga cofee, Linden and Goldenrod Tea, and “Meadmosas” made from
three diferent types of foraged meads mixed with organic apple cider and seltzer.
Alongside the food this event featured additional programming. In collaboration with the
Urban Soil Institute, guests were invited to bring a bag of soil to test using their XRF machine.
In my studio space on the second foor I curated an art show of 7 femme identifying artists
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making work in the various niches of seed, wildcrafting, ancestral wisdom and multi-species
sovereignty. This art show was, in itself, a practice of signal boosting and sharing abundance: I
had been granted 6 weeks as an artist in residence at Swale House. I had also, through my
process making this project, become acquainted with the work of several fellow art makers
whose work was in conversation with my own. I felt it was important to share this wealth of
space with my burgeoning community of fellow eco-artists, putting their work in front of more
eyes and adding a line to their professional CVs. The relationships I have forged in this process
continue to be integral to my practice and its ongoing development, and programming these
other artists into this program was a gesture of mutualism and interdependence.
The artists featured included:
●

Microbiologist Jenifer Wightman and her abstract ‘soil paintings’ collected from superfund sites.

●

The Next Epoch Seed Library (Anne Percoco, Ellie Irons) and their seed library of spontaneous urban plants

●

“The Invasive Apothecary” by Alyssa Dennis; an herbalist’s approach to managing 'invasive' species.

●

Selections from the book “Recipes for Culinary Tragedies” by Marine Brun-Franzetti,
which envisions environmental tragedies as recipes.

●

Images from photographer Elizabeth LoPiccolo's series Softer Disturbance Regime,
which documents the feral plants who occupy her backyard.

●

And a video and sound piece by Simone Johnson called “What do you remember?”
that traces ancestral and generational food ways within her family.
Lastly, the centerpiece of the meal was a community roundtable where 5 femme identi-

fying specialists from various niches of the ecological spectrum joined in conversation to dis-
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cuss ways the urban commons could be better stewarded with regards to soil contamination,
urban agriculture, and 'invasive’ species management. Once again these were women I have
met over the past two years worth of research, and I wanted their voices to be uplifted and to
create a space where they would meet one another and cross pollinate.
Panelists included:
●

Melissa Metrick, Farm Manager at the NYU Urban Farm Lab

●

Alyssa Dennis, artist, permaculturist, and herbalist with The Invasive Apothecary

●

JJ, a mushroom grower and educator with Curious Seed

●

Azuré Keahi, director of the volunteer run Collard City Growers food justice
project

●

Georgia Silvera Seamans, urban forester, environmental educator, and bird
enthusiast.

●

Dr Anna Paltseva, soil scientist with the Urban Soil Institute.

Fig. 17: A screengrab of documentation from my Fall 2019 Banquet. Image by Margaret Boozer.

The panel was moderated by curator Amanda McDonald Crowley. We touched on topics such as looking holistically at ecosystems across species and the diference between
bioavailability and bioaccessibility of contaminants. Guests asked questions about how to best
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engage their local communities around revitalizing the public commons. As a group we discussed the problematic nature of terms such as 'invasives' and 'weeds', and pointed instead at
the primary species responsible for ecosystem disturbance: humans. As all good panels go, we
were really just getting started when it was time to wrap it up.

Fig. 18: Documentation of clean-up from my Fall 2019 banquet. Image by Candace Thompson.
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3. REVIEW
3.1 Initial goals
In reviewing this past two years worth of research and artistic creation I feel that I have
begun to accomplish many of the initial goals of the project while also establishing and moving
towards other more ambitious aims. On a broad cultural level, this project seeks to help people
remember that nature feeds us, and that we, too, are nature. It seeks to reconnect folks to the
non-human world through narratives that show our deep entanglements at levels both microscopic and macroscopic. I have also taken this time to envision and teach myself (and hopefully others) how we might regain agency over our food ways, reclaim our ancestral wisdom
around food, healing, and the planet, and connect in community in a way that is non-extractive
and equitable. Over time I have begun to realize and attempt to map the myriad interrelated social issues impacting (and impacted by) our global food system, and to bring these issues into
the discussion whenever possible. And lastly I have realized that the next big goal is to connect
and uplift the many individuals, community groups, activists, scientists, and not-for-profts currently doing the good work of dealing with our messy past and our precarious future. I had not
expected at the outset to be partnering and teaching with not-for-profts and giving artist’s
talks at universities, but that has emerged as part of the outreach of this work. In the Summer
of 2019, artist and herbalist Alyssa Dennis and I collaborated to lead a series of workshops on
“Working With Invasives” in partnership with the not-for-proft NYC H2O and the Greater
RIdgewood Youth Council. It is our hope this sort of work will continue into the future. I also
did not expect that helping to volunteer at Stuy Cove Park would create an ongoing collabora-
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tive relationship with urban farmer and wild food afcionado Emily Curtis-Murphy, who in turn
introduced me to artist Margaret Boozer and the Art Extension service of The Urban Soil Institute. I did not expect that meeting curator Amanda McDonald Crowley would connect me with
artist Shu Lea Cheang, and that I would then be invited to collaborate with a mycologist acquaintance for the next three years on her Andes art and agriculture incubator, Cycle X. All of
these relationships have been built both online and in real space, and our ability to connect
digitally and collaborate physically has fostered a vibrant set of intersections. It is my hope this
sort of community building will only grow in the future.

Fig 19: Documentation of my tamale making process, collaged with a quote from Wendell Berry’s
“Bringing it to the Table”. Images by Candace Thompson.
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3.2 Challenges
Given that accountability is a major component of this work’s ethos I would be remiss
not to address the many ethical challenges I have encountered throughout this process. Some
I have taken steps to address, others are systematic and therefore currently lie outside of my
direct control. Nevertheless I fnd it important to name them and point to their impact upon this
project.
Digital Issues
With regards to Instagram I feel it important to acknowledge the many drawbacks of using a product owned and operated by a billionaire who has recently come under massive scrutiny for his irresponsible approach to protecting both consumer data and journalistic democracy.60 The social media 'algorithm'--a piece of digital information evidently more tightly guarded
than the democratic process, is an impossible entity to try to predict. It defnitely thrives on all
of the things Jaron Lanier describes in his book, “Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now”: anger, divisiveness, and sensationalism, etc… but I do not spend my
time attempting to maximize my reach through these tactics.61 Nor do I try to-- in the words of
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the tech giants-- 'game the system'62 by manipulating the algorithm to garner more likes. I use
the afordances of the platform more or less as intended. In this work, much as in all community building, quality, not quantity is the name of the game. At the outset I had the personal goal
of accruing an audience of 1000 people within 1 year, and I met that easily. I also want to point
out that platforms such as Instagram certainly privilege certain types of content and a certain
content quality. This is often connected to more expensive phones— the most recent iPhone
release, for instance- with it’s more advanced image compression. I however choose not to
play into the system of planned obsolescence on which the smartphone industry relies, and instead use a much cheaper, more compressed camera. This directly impacts my image quality,
but much as Hito Steyerl has pointed out, Espinosa's Cuban manifesto “For an Imperfect Cinema”63 once foretold of a democratization of flm tools and the rise of a folk aesthetic in flmmaking, which with the advent of youtube, viral video, and citizen journalism has certainly arrived 64.
Now pristine production value is not an absolute requirement for content to be infnitely 'watchable' or impactful, and in many instances this more compressed, less professionally composed
style lends ‘authenticity’ to media content; a counterpoint against the pervasively slick look of
advertising. It is in this realm of ‘poor images’ that I choose to remain. The platform also privileges regular and profuse posting. As an unpaid artist with a ’day job’ I can only sustain so
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much content generation, but like many others I struggle against the FOMO that the algorithmic system is architectured to create. To that point, I am aware that this is an addictive tool, intentionally designed to be so, and I can certainly acknowledge that it has had an impact on my
habits and my dopamine receptors.65 Lastly, I want to acknowledge that while the tech industry
uses words like 'wireless', and 'cloud' as a way to make it seem as though the internet is a material-less entity with no ecological impacts, this is clearly not so. Our data lives have a serious
carbon footprint, responsible for nearly 2% of global greenhouse gases in 2015, a number that
is only bound to have risen since66. Every megabit of content I create is then stored on a server
somewhere, consuming electricity, generating heat, and requiring the mining of even more rare
metals. All of these issues require attention and intention. If, in the future, a new social media
platform were to arise, owned by a company that pays its taxes and manages paid advertising
revenue responsibly, manages the carbon cost of data, and wasn’t socially engineered to be as
addictive as prescription painkillers I would certainly migrate my process to that digital space.
In the meantime we all must make do with the tools we have and use them with as much intention and awareness as we can muster.
Material Issues
In the fght against climate change enemy number one is the fossil fuel industry. And
yet, my project (and most art projects) are reliant on it. I own a car, and I use it to travel to re65
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mote public parks, to transport supplies, host events, and more. In the beer and wine making
process I must purchase massive amount of sugar, which is one of several food products often
produced under forced labor or debt bondage, the equivalent of modern day slavery67. I aim for
my events to be as no-waste as possible, but even disposable ‘compostable’ dinnerware is
only compostable at a commercial facility, and New York has no such facility. In this way many
‘to go’ food purveyors who promote compostable dinnerware in their business are (unwittingly
or not) participating in a form of greenwashing and meanwhile only creating more landfll
waste. In the coming year I am looking at ways to make the use of washable dinnerware, perhaps brought from home by the guests themselves. I am also eager to begin to equitably
source as many materials as possible, and reduce the consumption of fossil fuels by making
my production process more streamline. Lastly, I want to acknowledge that I have had to acquire many supplies to make this work: glass jars, fruit and grain mills, bowls, serving ware,
etc… With the exception of one product, everything I have purchased has not been bought
from Amazon, who are notorious for terrible labor practices and unregulated tax evasion. I can
not say, however, that the online sources that supplied many of these products were necessarily any better, as afordability was, by necessity, a primary factor in my decision making. So often in art practices, the how is left as an afterthought as long as the fnal product is efective. I
feel it is important to think about how the tools of our practice are sourced, and to be aware of
the consumption we do in the process of creation. I strive to continue to hone my work in this
area.
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Legal Issues
I must also acknowledge the legal responsibility I potentially hold in choosing to harvest
and serve wild foods to guests. In my invitations I make it clear that this food is not ideal for
people with allergies, health issues, children, or pregnant folks. At my events the menus explicitly state the test results of each item I serve and outline what I can not test for that may be
contained therein (contaminants that are already found regularly in our commercial food supply). However, while I do my best to know the places from which I forage, I am assuming some
amount of risk in making this work, and asking my guests to share in that risk and assume it for
themselves. Several people have advised me to make people sign releases, and I struggle with
this as a concept because part of the goal of the project for me is to make people think critically about where food comes from and its relationship to our current ecological crisis. To my
mind, asking someone to sign a legal document absolving me of blame is merely a re-enactment of the same callous tactics employed by the massive corporations that have polluted our
planet in the frst place. I am not interested in absolving myself, or anyone else, of responsibility. I am, instead, asking us to all be engaged and aware consumers who hold those who proft
of of our food system accountable. In the future I am trying to move towards more of a middling point with this by enacting ritualized ways of reminding people of the risks involved
throughout the meal event itself— a dinner ‘grace’ that will be said before we eat, for instance.
Chances are as these events grow in scope and scale (and include more vested partners) I will
have to assume a more litigious approach to mitigate any possible issues that arise.
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Social Issues
I am a white woman and must also acknowledge my privilege to make this work. Even
the ability to have the time and space to go to graduate school for an arts degree is not something anyone else in my own family has heretofore had the luxury to do. A transplant from the
South, I have lived in my Bushwick neighborhood for some 14 years now, which makes me an
early gentrifer, but a gentrifer no less. I also recognize that I have a certain amount of privilege
to be able to hop fences and dig up plants in police beds that a person of a diferent skin tone
or immigration status would not. As La Paperson points out in “A Ghetto Land Pedagogy” my
whiteness afords me “the right to not be bounded by borders nor bonded as property”68. As a
settler on Lenape land, even the notion of land stewardship can be seen as an attempt to erase
a bloody and unjust history of land seizure and cultural genocide, not only of Indigenous folks
but also the Black and Immigrant communities on whose backs this country was built. These
are issues I take seriously and seek to continue to address through active anti-racism and decolonization work. This must be done, I feel, however, through organic and authentic engagements; through “showing up” consistently and with no end goal. I seek to do this more every
day, whenever and however I am able.
Financial Issues
This year’s toxicity tests and event supplies were covered by a grant from More Art and
artist fees from three visiting artist gigs at universities. However, my labor in collecting and pro-
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cessing the food for these meals— a very time intensive practice- was unremunerated. It is important to me, however, that these meals remain free if not afordable to the general public,
and so I am unsure how to proceed in making this work in a way that is fnancially sustainable
into the future. To that end I am applying to several artists grants and fellowships, but will need
considerable outside support to equitably pay myself, my collaborators (video documentarians,
chef collaborators, guests for events, etc..) In making budgets for these events it becomes particularly fraught to estimate the ‘value’ of my work as an art maker when, technically what I am
doing would classify as food production in any other context. Given that the majority of food
producers- from feld hands to kitchen cooks— make less than minimum wage69, what does it
mean to be making food that is art and asking for a higher wage? Of course, the issue here is
not that I should make the same amount they do, but rather that our planet’s food producers
should be valued and equitably paid on par (or higher) with cultural producers such as artists,
chefs, and video makers. We are far from this mark, however, which means I run into a potential hypocrisy with this work should it continue to expand in scope and begin to pay me equitably for my time and efort.
With regards to social dynamics, digital and material goods, fnancial and legal implications, there are many issues with this project that I continue to struggle to resolve. I can’t help
but ask this broad question of myself and all fellow creators: can we ever make work- art or
otherwise- that is entirely non-exploitative and non-extractive? What would a waste-free, ethically sourced, equitably paid, anti-racist, decolonized, and completely transparent art process
69
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look like? How would we document it? Who would it be for? How would we communicate
those ethical decisions aesthetically, and would it reach and be impactful to a broad and media
savvy audience? Would it— in our current digital ecosystem-- have enough draw to make a
lasting impact?

Fig. 20: Excerpt from Ursula K LeGuin’s essay “The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction” collaged with acorns
collected in Forest Park, Queens and processed in my home in Bushwick, Brooklyn. Images by Candace
Thompson.

4. CONCLUSION
Despite the many challenges outlined above, I still feel that the frst two years of this
project’s development have been fecund, and have laid a baseline from which I am eager to
move forward into new iterations. I have always seen this project as iterative, and am currently
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developing ideas for a web series, a new round of banquets, and other future partnerships.
While I am proud of the media content I have created and the myriad topics I have been able to
address, what I feel has been most successful and vital about this work has been the community I have found and fostered. What’s more, this work has had multiple reverberations into my
own daily life practice— from the way we manage food scraps at home to how I view meat
consumption, and this has made a lasting impact on my practices as a consumer. I have also
been told several times that my work has been ‘inspiring’ to others, prompting them to take a
foraging class, attempt to harvest a species they see often, or to begin to reduce their ecological impact in other ways. Numerous people have now told me that I have changed the way
they look at ‘the weeds’ on their own block. I consider this radical shift in perspective a signifcant success.
Yet we still have much to do. According to the IPCC we now have 10 years (or less) to
curb our atmospheric carbon, or face dire consequences. Our global food system is responsible for 37% of greenhouse gas emissions70, and the labor practices involved therein are exploitative and dangerous- both in the United States and abroad. Too many people on this planet are the victims of environmental racism and classism, have little to no access to health care,
and have been robbed of their ancestral knowledge about health and healing through their relationship with the planet. As a personal practice, The C.U.R.B. has served as a way for me to
garner some sense of agency in the face of what feels like an impermeable system; a way to
70
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learn new skills, explore the implications of my place in the world, and share what I learn with
others. It has helped me build community, forge relationships, educate myself on current policy, and show up more often for the causes that matter. It has given me a way to combine my
performance, media, and culinary skills with a cause that impacts every level of life on this
planet. The work requires that I stand up from my computer, go outside, and interact with the
(un)natural world around me, observing the changes of both season and human intervention. I
have begun to bring herbal medicine into my life through the collaborations with healers I have
met. I have come to understand facets of chemistry that were never sold as relevant in my high
school courses, and to have a vested and fascinated interest in humble topics such as feces,
microbes and soil. I have connected to a huge community of fellow artists making work that
grapples with the climate crisis, who operate from a place of abundance and generosity, not
scarcity and competition. As a graduate thesis project it was successful. As a new evolution of
my art/life practice, it has been transformative. I will continue with this work as long as my human body and the planetary body permits it, as it has replaced my climate grief with a cautiously hopeful way forward to a more just and sustainable future.
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